
 

 

 
415 SOUTH GRAND AVENUE 

 
PASADENA 

 
Style: Colonial Revival (Georgian) 
 
Year of Completion:  1930 
 
Original Building Permit:  #1455E, issued by the City of Pasadena on September 12, 1929 for 
a two-story, fourteen-room residence.  The house, to measure approximately 60 by 98 feet with a 
maximum height of 29 feet, would have a reinforced concrete foundation, steel beams, concrete 
walls faced with brick, a shakes-covered roof, and three brick chimneys.  A total of 107 light 
fixtures from B. B. Bell & Company were to be installed.  
 
Permit #1210E had been issued a few weeks earlier for the foundation only. 
 
Copies of these permits are attached on pages 26 through 28. 
 
Cost to Build:  $50,000 total—a great deal of money for a new house just one month before the 
start of the Great Depression.  
 
Architect:    Reginald D. Johnson, one of Pasadena’s leading architects.  Please see the attached 
biographical materials on pages 8 through 20. 
 
Builder:  The Superior Concrete Construction Company, Los Angeles. 
 
First Owner:  Sidney R. Francis, an insurance agent and building contractor, who shared the 
house with his wife Julia H. Francis, their two children, and a live-in housekeeper. 
 
Sidney Rowland Francis was born on October 8, 1888 in St. Louis, Missouri, one of six sons of 
David Rowland Francis, a stockbroker, and Jane (Perry) Francis.  The senior Mr. Francis had  
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distinguished himself as the former mayor of St. Louis and governor of the state of Missouri 
(1889-1893). He also served as the Secretary of the Interior under President Grover Cleveland 
and as Ambassador to Russia under Woodrow Wilson.  
 
Sidney Francis was a 1912 graduate of Yale.  In 1914 he eloped with the former Julia Sturges 
Holmes (1888-1967), born in Ohio but raised in Pasadena, the daughter of John R. Holmes, a 
writer, and Julia (Potwins) Sturges.  Sidney and the younger Julia had evidently known each 
other since childhood. Their marriage was reported in the Los Angeles Times (copy attached on 
page 21.)  
 
Mr. and Mrs. Francis would have two children: Sidney Rowland Francis, Jr. (1916-2006) and 
Emilie (“Mimi”) J. Francis (1919-2003).  Mrs. Francis was involved in Pasadena society, being 
active in Pro America and the Pasadena Community Playhouse Association.  
 
By 1920, Mr. Francis was working in St. Louis as an agent for the New York Life Insurance 
Company.  When the family moved to Pasadena around 1930, Mr. Francis continued to sell 
insurance but also had interests in the construction industry.  Living with Mr. and Mrs. Francis 
during the early 1930s were Seeley G. Mudd (1895-1966) and his wife Dorothy.  Mr. Mudd was 
a teacher at Caltech and would become known as a physician, professor, and philanthropist.  He 
donated over $10 million to universities across the country.  Several campus buildings (including 
some at Caltech) are named after him. 
 
Mr. Francis retired around 1940 and died on April 4, 1960 at the age of 71. He is interred in  
St. Louis. His obituary is attached on page 22.  Mrs. Francis survived her husband by several 
years, passing away at age 79.     
 
Other Building Permits:  A permit was issued in October 1929 for a retaining wall to cost 
$1,500.   
 
Another retaining wall costing $5,000 was permitted in March 1930. 
 
Garden steps made of redwood costing $129 were built at the rear of the lot in January 1931.   
 
In May 1937 interior alterations were permitted costing $6,500. The work was to include 
installing new casework, paneling, and partitions, patching plaster, and making changes to the 
electrical and plumbing work.  Famed architect Paul R. Williams was the designer.  The 
contractor was John H. Simpson of Pasadena. 
 
Seventy linear feet of six-foot-tall redwood fencing were installed in November 1941 for $150. 
 
In January 1951, six-foot-tall chain-link fencing was to be installed at the side and rear of the 
property for $1,212.  
 
Eighty linear feet of six-foot-tall grape-stake fencing were installed in February 1952. 
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Roof repair and the construction of a brick and wood wall were permitted in 1964, to cost 
$2,100.  
 
In October 1986, $15,000 in alterations to the kitchen and two bathrooms were permitted.  
Windows were also to be changed out.  Serrurier Architects of Los Angeles was the designer.   
H G Remodeling of Tarzana was the contractor. 
 
In November 1986, electrical service was upgraded to 200 amps.   
 
In May 1987, the same architect and contractor were to construct free-standing walls and replace 
porch overhangs with glass at a cost of $10,000. 
 
Also that month, construction of a swimming pool and spa was permitted. R. B. Perry & 
Associates of Arcadia was the contractor for this project valued at $15,000. 
 
The house was re-roofed with Class A material in August 1987 for $10,000. 
 
A six-foot tall wooden fence was to be built along the south property line for $2,000, according 
to a permit issued in July 1991. 
 
In October 2005, a permit was issued for the construction of a 733-square-foot pool house at a 
cost of $128,000.  Hong L. Tam of Sierra Madre was the designer.  R. B. Perry & Associates was 
again the contractor.   The same contractor was also to build a retaining wall at the rear of the 
pool house for $6,000.   
 
In November 2006, a spa was to be constructed inside the existing swimming pool for $18,000 
by the Perry company.  
 
The existing cedar-shingle roof was to be removed and replaced with new Class A composition 
shingles in October 2019 for $35,250.     
 
Copies of some of these permits are attached on pages 39 through 42.   
 
(Note: Permits for very minor alterations, such as water heater replacement, are not included.  
Also not included are permits missing from the file or whose microfilmed or digital copies are 
indecipherable and not otherwise recorded or described in Assessor’s records.)    
 
Assessor’s Records:  The Pasadena City Assessor first visited the property soon after the house 
was constructed.  He recorded a single residence with a concrete foundation, reinforced concrete 
walls covered in brick, a gabled shingled roof, and plain concrete trim.  Heat was provided by a 
fireplace and a gas furnace with eight openings.  There were 29 plumbing fixtures.  Lighting 
fixtures were of “good” quality. Interior finishes were described as “special.”  The house had six 
hardwood floors.   
 
The Assessor estimated the square footage at 10, 194.  On the first floor were five living rooms 
(one was probably a dining room), an office, a kitchen with a built-in refrigerator, and a pantry. 
The second floor contained one living room, seven bedrooms, and five tiled bathrooms.  The 
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basement contained three storage rooms.  The attached garage, with an unfinished interior, 
measured 21 by 24 feet.   
 
The Los Angeles County Assessor currently estimates the square footage of the house at 7,892 
with seven bedrooms and seven bathrooms.   
 
Copies of the City Assessor’s building records are attached on pages 43 through 47. 
 
(Note: The Pasadena City Assessor’s Office ceased operations in 1974.  Their square footage 
totals often differed from those of the Los Angeles County Assessor’s Office, since they 
frequently included garages, terraces, patios, etc. in their computation.  It is advisable to rely on 
the County Assessor’s square footage figures since they are more up-to-date and consistent.)  
 
Other Owners and Residents:  The property was put up for sale in December 1936.  The house 
was described as a “lovely new American Colonial” with a “magnificent Arroyo view” and 
“beautiful grounds.”  An advertisement from the Los Angeles Times is attached on page 23. 
 
In 1936, the residents of 415 South Grand were John and Frances O’Day. 
 
In 1938, Frederick William Matthiessen and his wife Katherine (Kitty) M. Matthiessen became 
the owners. Upon Mrs. Matthiessen’s death, the “exquisite furnishings” of the house were to be 
auctioned off.  An advertisement for the 1959 sale is reproduced on page 24. 
 
Kenneth R. Moore, a sales engineer, and his wire Virginia (Ginny) C. Moore, a Realtor, gained 
title to the property in 1959.  
 
By 1987, Richard L. Diehl and Kathleen (Kathy) Diehl had become the owners. 
 
Notes:  The 1930 house replaced a large Victorian-era mansion that once stood on the same site. 
This had been the home of Reginald Johnson’s father, Bishop Joseph Horsfall Johnson. 
 
Architectural historians Robert Winter and David Gebhard described the house as “one of 
Johnson’s best Georgian efforts.”  A copy of their comment is attached on page 25. 
 
Both the Pasadena Post and the Los Angeles Times announced the impending construction of the 
house. Copies of these articles can be found on page 7. 
 
See page 5 for a copy of an illustrated description of the house from the August 1931 issue of the 
California Arts & Architecture magazine.  

 
Significance:  The gardens of the Francis house, laid out by landscape designer Katherine 
Bashford, have been recognized by the City of Pasadena in its Historic Designed Gardens 
survey. The recording document is attached on pages 48 and 49. 

  



5 
 

Sources: 
 Los Angeles County Assessor  
 Los Angeles Public Library 

City of Pasadena, Planning and Development Department (Design & Historic 
Preservation Section) 

 Pasadena Museum of History (Research Library and Archives) 
 
 Gebhard, David and Robert Winter.  An Architectural Guidebook to Los Angeles, 6th ed. 
  Santa Monica, Angel City Press, 2018. 
 McAlester, Virginia Savage.  A Field Guide to American Houses.  2nd ed. 
  New York, Knopf, 2013. 
  
 City Directories: 1930- 
 
 California Arts & Architecture: August 1931 

Los Angeles Times: October 11, 1914; August 23, 1929; March 8, 1959 
 Palmyra Speculator:  January 19, 1921 
 Pasadena Post: August 23, 1929; December 26, 1936 
 St. Louis Post-Dispatch:  April 6, 1960 
  
 Internet Resources, including California Index, California Death Index,  

Gale Biography Master Index, Ancestry.com, and Historic Los Angeles Times 
Database. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Tim Gregory 
The Building Biographer 
400 East California Blvd., #3 
Pasadena, CA  91106-3763 
626-792-7465 (office) 
626-241-4471 (cell) 
timgregory@sbcglobal.net 
www.buildingbiographer.com   
 
Copyright May 2022 
by Tim Gregory 
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California Arts & Architecture 
August 1931; p. 37 
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Pasadena Post 
August 23, 1929; p. 9 

 

Los Angeles Times 
August 24, 1929; p. A8 
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REGINALD D. JOHNSON 

Architect 
 

Reginald Davis Johnson was born in Westchester, New York, 
on July 19, 1882 and lived his first ten years in Detroit.  His 
mother was Isabel Davis Johnson.  His father, Episcopal 
Bishop Joseph Horsfall Johnson, was called to head the Los 
Angeles Episcopal Diocese in 1894, so the family moved to 
Pasadena.  After attending prep school in Morristown, New 
Jersey, Reginald graduated from Williams College in 1907 and 
went on to study architecture at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, graduating in 1910.  During this period he also 
traveled extensively in Europe, especially France and Italy. 
 
Reginald Johnson returned to Pasadena and went to work for 
Robert Farquhar, a respected local architect (also originally 

from New York) for one year.  In 1912 he opened his own office in Pasadena and that same year 
designed his own modest, simple, shingled home.  Johnson was always receptive to new ideas, 
for the house does not seem to show the influence of any local architect. Johnson served as a 
private in the heavy artillery during World War I. 
 
Johnson had married Kathleen B. Leupp of Washington, D.C., in 1910, the daughter of the then-
Commissioner of Indian Affairs.  They were to have three children. 
 
In the years to follow, Johnson's designs began to reveal the influence of Charles Platt, an East 
Coast architect who was very popular at the time for his Italian villa/American Colonial 
combinations.  Reginald Johnson designed similar homes that were finished with simple plaster, 
and had hip roofs and occasional arches.  His interiors at this time also tended to be simple and 
an obvious turning away from both the Victorian and the then-prevalent Craftsman styles.  No 
one knows who designed the first Mediterranean house in Southern California, but Johnson is 
commonly considered one of the style's first advocates, as early as 1915.  He saw it as a perfect 
marriage of the English atmosphere and charm with the climate, topography and "romance" of 
California.  Johnson came to prefer the Monterey Colonial style in his later years--regarding it as 
the most indigenous style for California, combining its Mexican and American heritages. (He 
chose this style for his own home at 1380 Lombardy Road in Pasadena, built in 1927.)  In fact, 
Johnson held the view that Southern California architecture would soon become well-defined as 
a unique, simple, and typical style recognized throughout the world. 
 
Johnson's clients tended to be wealthy people who admired good taste and minimal ostentation.  
Many of his large houses still stand in Pasadena and the Hope Ranch and Montecito areas in 
Santa Barbara.  His office applied for well over 100 building permits in Pasadena alone between 
1912 and 1921.  Among his best local designs: 
 

Williams Residence (1014 South Madison Ave.) 
   Coffin Residence (1505 Circle Drive, San Marino) 
   Barnes Residence (855 Oak Knoll Circle) 
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McAllister Residence (555 South Catalina Ave.) 
McWilliams Residence (625 Magnolia Ave.) 
Meikle Residence (1390 Ridge Way) 

   Tanner/Behr Residence (225 Grand Ave., South Pasadena) 
Porter Residence (1555 Homewood Dr., Altadena) 
Warden Residence (1150 South Arroyo Dr.) 
Landreth Residence (1385 Hillcrest Ave.) 
Hargrove Residence (1369 E. Altadena Dr., Altadena) 

     Thiers Residence (596 Rosemont Ave.) 
   Cole Residence (640 South Hill Ave.) 
   McNaghten Residence (1850 Foothill Blvd., La Canada Flintridge) 
   Johnson Residence--his parents’ home (1590 Lombardy Rd.)  
 
Johnson's office was always a training-ground for young talent.  He took what many would have 
considered a daring step in 1914 when he hired Paul R. Williams, who was to become the first 
and perhaps most well-known black architect in Southern California.  Mr. Williams worked for 
Johnson until 1917.  Johnson was evidently a stimulating man.  Fitch Haskell also worked for 
him as did Gordon Kaufmann and Roland Coate.  Johnson formed a partnership with the latter 
two individuals in 1922 in order to create larger buildings.  They established offices in Los 
Angeles, although Johnson continued to reside in Pasadena.  Johnson, Kaufmann & Coate were 
responsible for St. Paul's Cathedral in downtown Los Angeles (the headquarters of Johnson's 
father's diocese--now demolished), the Good Samaritan Hospital, and All Saints' Episcopal 
Church in Pasadena, among other works.  After the partnership broke up in 1925, Johnson went 
on to design the Santa Barbara Biltmore Hotel (for which the Architectural League of New York 
honored him in 1928), "La Valencia" Hotel in La Jolla, and the Santa Barbara Post Office. 
 
Characterized as a quiet, cordial, broad-minded man, Johnson was active in fraternal and 
professional organizations.  He served as president of the Pasadena Community Chest.  He was a 
member of the Flintridge Riding Club, the University Clubs of both Pasadena and Los Angeles, 
and of Alpha Delta Phi.  He was a fellow of the American Institute of Architects (A.I.A.) and 
served as president of the Southern California chapter.  He was also a member of several boards 
of charitable groups.  For relaxation from his pressing professional life, he would often retreat to 
a farm his family owned in the Carmel Valley. 
 
In 1935, Johnson retired from his daily practice and devoted the rest of his life to developing 
housing for people of modest means--a 180-degree turn from his earlier work with some of the 
region’s most wealthy residents.  His reticent good taste and fine sense of proportion made even 
these big housing developments look attractive.  He was the chief architect of the Harbor Hills 
and Rancho San Pedro housing projects.  He was the managing architect of Baldwin Hills 
Village in 1942 and actually lived there for a year to test it out.  He returned to Pasadena after the 
war, building a modern house for himself on Grand Avenue near where he had lived as a child.  
Reginald Johnson died on October 28, 1952 at the age of seventy. 
 
Johnson always set the highest standards for himself.  He brought East Coast sophistication to 
the West Coast and then developed his own interpretation of the regional idiom.  His work was 
widely published nationally.  He was accorded unusual honors by the A.I.A. for the Jefferson 
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and Dickinson houses in Santa Barbara.  That organization also awarded him the prestigious gold 
medal First Award for Residential Work in 1921 for the Paxton house at 1160 South Orange 
Grove Blvd., Pasadena (relocated later to 255 Hillside Road in South Pasadena.)  Johnson also 
received an award in 1931 for small house design from Better Homes in America.  His 
beautifully crafted buildings still serve as backgrounds for civilized living as he intended they 
should.   
 
 
 
Sources:   
 
Cervin, Michael.  “Common and Uncommon” in Arroyo Magazine: May 2015 
Johnson, Kaufmann, Coate: Partners in the California Style.  Claremont, Capra Press, 1992. 
Pacific Coast Architect:  February 1927 
Pasadena Community Book, 1955 
Pasadena Heritage Newsletter: Fall/Winter 1984 
Pasadena Star-News: March 17, 1917 
 
 
Tim Gregory 
The Building Biographer 
400 East California Blvd., #3 
Pasadena, CA  91106-3763 
626-792-7465 
timgregory@sbcglobal.net 
www.buildingbiographer.com   
 
Copyright  2011 
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Los Angeles Times 
October 11, 1914; p. II1 
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St. Louis Post-Dispatch 
April 6, 1960 
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Pasadena Post 
December 26, 1936; p. 9 
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Los Angeles Times 
March 8, 1959; p. 33 
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